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      When Lady Vivian Ashden’s secret swim is interrupted by a dashing stranger, she never expects him to be her betrothed—or for him to want to break their engagement. But Luke, the new Duke of Foxhaven, quickly finds himself enchanted by the woman he came to reject. Now, he’ll stop at nothing to claim the bride he didn’t know he wanted.
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      26 August 1818

      
        
        Dearest Vivian,

      

      

      Foxhaven assures me Lord Ellis’s visit to Brighthurst Cottage is naught but to pay his respects. Nevertheless, I suspect the duke is sending the earl to spy on you. Be on your guard and provide no grounds for Foxhaven to oppose the match.

      Our coach is being readied to return to the country as I compose this letter. Send word the moment Ellis departs and omit no details. I must be well-prepared for the next interview with the duke.

      
        
        With deepest regards,

        Ash
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      Lady Vivian Ashden folded her brother's letter and sighed. Ash always showed a flair for dramatics, often predicting disasters that never came to pass. Why was he in a tizzy about a nobleman calling at Brighthurst Cottage? Vivi knew how to behave like a lady. She had been practicing for twenty-two years.

      She tossed her brother's weekly letter beside her discarded clothes and dashed across the damp grass. A warm breeze fluttered the pink silk ribbons on her chemise, and her unbound hair flopped against her back. The spring that cut through Cousin Patrice’s property was flooded from last night's heavy downpour. Vivi was powerless to resist a refreshing swim, and why should she? Observing proper manners when no one was around to impress was silly.

      When she reached the rocky ledge, she leapt into the air with a whoop, drawing her knees toward her chest. She hung weightless for a second, then dropped to the rushing spring below with a loud splash. The water sucked her to the bottom where Vivi burrowed her toes into the pebbled spring bed. Pushing off the bottom, she broke through the water’s surface like a newborn baby bursting into a bright new world.

      Ah, sweet ecstasy. This was much better than mindless needlepoint, although she expected her absence from the drawing room would be noticed.

      “Eventually,” she murmured.

      Smiling, she stretched onto her back to admire the white clouds soaring like mountains into the sky. Today the sun was brighter, the trees more lush, the birds harmonious in their songs.

      At last, Lucas Forest, the twelfth Duke of Foxhaven, was acknowledging her, even if he was not calling at Brighthurst Cottage himself.

      Vivi had never been very patient, and waiting for her future husband to collect her was difficult. She didn't blame him for being reluctant to sign their marriage agreement before seeing his family settled after his father's sudden death. She understood the magnitude of that kind of loss. By age seven, she had become an orphan—a burden on her older brother.

      She could also relate to Foxhaven’s shock upon learning of the secret negotiations between her brother and the former duke. No one consulted her prior to the discussion either.

      Thirteen months proved to be a torturously long time to exist in uncertainty though. When would they marry? This year? Next?

      She was eager to leave Bedfordshire and her past behind. Therefore, when Lord Ellis arrived next week, her fiancé's friend would find no reason to object to her. She would be everything her brother promised: a gracious hostess, a proper lady, and an empty-headed ninny with no thoughts of her own.

      Vivi flipped onto her stomach and swam with the current.

      Claiming she had no opinions was perhaps unwise of her brother. Hers sprouted up like dandelions in a field, and often she was quick to share her thoughts when others were not keen to listen. But she would hold her tongue during Lord Ellis's stay, even if she had to bite it.

      She swam into shallow water to catch her breath and picked her way toward the bank. Wobbling on the slippery rock bed, she thrust her arms out for balance. She should return to the house soon. Cook was waiting for her to approve the menu for their guest. With Cousin Patrice confined to bed with a chill, the task fell on Vivi.

      Were men's responsibilities as mind-numbing as a lady’s? She thought not. Their reading selections were certainly more entertaining. Perhaps she could sneak in another chapter of Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur before addressing the kitchen staff.

      She trudged upstream, her mind preoccupied with the book she had set aside earlier. She often daydreamed about stepping into the worlds she read about in her books. It made her lonely days feel less…well, lonely.

      The trees and water fade away as Sir Launcelot appears in front of her on his charger. She is sitting beside Lady Gwendolyn, but the handsome knight only has eyes for Vivi.

      She removes the scarlet ribbon from her hair and presents it to him. Her brave knight holds her offering to his lips, his eyes shining.

      “My dearest Lady Vivian, you honor me with your gift. Might I beg for a kiss as a reward for my victory?”

      “Yes, my brave knight.”

      The rocks beneath her shifted, knocking her off balance and back into reality. She landed on her backside, and water splashed in her face.

      Laughing, she wiped her eyes as a warm blush flooded her cheeks. She was too old to indulge in girlish fancies, yet her imagination was as vivid as ever. Above the sound of her own laughter, she could almost hear the heavy plodding of Sir Launcelot's horse.

      As she untangled herself from the fabric wrapped around her legs and regained her footing, she was interrupted by a horse’s whinny—this time real and not imagined.

      A horse and rider emerged from the dense tree line and approached the water's edge downstream. She froze, her pulse pounding in her ears.

      The man sat casually in his saddle, unaware of her presence, while his horse lowered his head for a drink.

      Fruit tarts on Friday! Her chemise clung to her like pasted wallpaper, and if anyone stumbled across them, it would be worse than the Owen scandal. What if he wasn’t alone?

      Frantically, she sloshed around, seeking shelter.

      “Damnation!” The gentleman’s surprised exclamation echoed off the stone cliff lining the opposite bank. His gaze locked on her.

      “Oh, look away.”

      She ran for deeper water and tripped, landing face-first. Water rushed up her nose, and she broke through the surface coughing and sputtering. Her hair covered her eyes, disorienting her. The sounds of boots hitting the gravel and splashing made her heart leap into her throat.

      “Stop!” She staggered, sweeping aside the curtain of hair and crossing her arm over her breasts.

      The stranger froze, the water reaching his knees. Dark brows lowered over the most striking blue eyes she had ever seen. “You don't need to be rescued?"

      “Rescued!” She snort-laughed. “Not from swimming.”

      His intense stare caused a pleasant quiver deep in her belly, and her breathing grew faster. Slowly, she backed away, water dripping from her nose.

      His gaze didn’t waver.

      “Quit gawking,” she snapped.

      He flinched and covered his eyes. “Apologies. Since we’ve established you are in no danger, perhaps you will answer a question.”

      His full lips twitched as he struggled not to smile. Did he find this amusing? She squared her shoulders, ready to share her opinion about men interrupting a lady’s recreation.

      “Sir—”

      “Are you a water sprite or a manifestation of my overactive imagination?”

      She blinked, caught off guard by his whimsical inquiry. “The second one,” she said. “Now, leave."

      He laughed but didn't peek. “You seem real enough. Are you a milkmaid from a local farm?”

      She pounced on the chance to hide her identity. “Aye.”

      “Does your employer know you are trying to drown yourself instead of attending to your duties?”

      “I am not drowning.” She continued to ease toward the opposite bank, alert for signs of him pursuing her. Her pulse slowed a fraction when he held still. “And I must go. I don’t have time to chat with unwanted trespassers.”

      “Are there any other kinds?” he asked.

      Once in deeper water, she submerged herself up to her neck. “Any other kinds of what?"

      “Trespassers," he said. "Are they ever wanted? By definition trespassing implies—“

      “I know what it means.”

      “You are cheeky for a milkmaid." He dropped his hand by his side. Vivi’s eyes widened.

      "What’s your name, girl?”

      She gasped. A true gentleman would pretend not to notice her in such a state, and he certainly wouldn’t request her name. The last thing she needed was a neighboring estate guest spreading word of their embarrassing encounter. She would be the talk of Dunstable.

      Again.

      And her brother would be livid with her.

      Again.

      “I am nobody, and none of your concern,” she said.

      “You don’t want to tell me.” The man flashed a grin. “Spoiled your fun, did I? Perhaps before I leave, you might assist me.”

      “I doubt it.” She swam backward, putting distance between them.

      He waded out of the spring, tugged off his boot, and poured water out of it. “These are newly purchased, and I’ve ruined them by coming to your rescue.”

      “I didn’t need rescuing.” She was an excellent swimmer. Why wasn’t he listening?

      “Of course you didn’t.” His sarcastic tone got her back up, but before she could deliver a scathing set-down, his magnificent blue gaze met hers. The lovely quiver returned. “I need directions to Brighthurst Cottage.”

      A whoosh of air rushed from her as she swept an assessing glance over him. His tailored burgundy coat was dusty, and his Hessians were probably ruined like he said. His black trousers were made from expensive cloth and cut to fit him well. He was definitely better dressed than most of the gentlemen farmers in the area.

      Dear heavens, no!

      He couldn’t be Lord Ellis. The earl wasn’t due to arrive for several days.

      “D-did you say Brighthurst Cottage, sir?”

      “I must be close if the blacksmith is to be trusted.”

      Sweet strawberry jam! He must be the earl. Why was he arriving early? And where was his coach? “Uh, I-I cannot—”

      He frowned as he gathered his horse’s reins. “Don’t you know Lady Brighthurst? Are you a newcomer to the area?”

      “Erm…” She wouldn’t say she was unfamiliar with Lady Brighthurst. In fact, Vivi was very well acquainted with her cousin. “Did you miss a turn?”

      “The blacksmith said the lane was clearly marked. Do you know where it’s located?”

      “Aye?” She licked her dry lips and wagged her finger. "Ride that way.”

      His gaze followed her wavering pointer finger. “Which way? The way I came?”

      “Yes, I think. Maybe.”

      “Yes or maybe?”

      “Perhaps you should ask someone else for directions?”

      He raised a dark brow. “Who, pray tell?”

      “I really must go. Cows to milk and all.” She swam to the opposite bank and clung to the rocky ledge.

      “Do I ride back the way I came or not?” He raised his voice to be heard over the rushing of the spring.

      “Um, yes!” Dear Lord, she had just lied. To an earl. Vivi’s heart pounded in her ears, blocking out his reply. “Pardon?”

      He frowned. “I asked if you would like something for your trouble. A shilling or two?”

      “No!” She couldn’t lie and take his money. What was she, a bandit? Her knuckles ached as she fought against the current trying to sweep her downstream.

      He walked his horse to the water's edge. “Are you certain you don’t need help? You appear to be in danger of drowning again.”

      “I know how to swim,” she said through clenched teeth.

      The gentleman rubbed his forehead, appearing to mull over the wisdom of leaving her.

      She eyed the steep incline on her side of the spring. “Thank you for your concern. You may go.”

      A smile spread across his lips like honey dripping from a spoon. “You are too cheeky by half, girl. Take care when climbing the bank and don't hurt yourself.”

      “Good day, sir." How much clearer could she be?

      With a shake of his head, he flicked the reins and turned his horse back toward the trees. As soon as Lord Ellis disappeared from sight, Vivi levered her elbow against the rock ledge and climbed out of the water and grabbed a hefty tree root dangling down the embankment. Her feet slipped on the dark dirt, stirring up an earthy scent. She held tight to the root and ignored the burning in her palms.

      When she reached the top, she dashed to her pile of clothes and fumbled her petticoat. The earl couldn’t reach the house before her. He couldn't. She needed a moment to think, to sort out what to do before he arrived. She had to find a way to salvage the situation, because she couldn’t bear to disappoint Cousin Patrice again.

      “Lady Vivian!” Someone called her name from a distance. Her head popped up to spot her maid marching through the meadow in her direction. A gust of wind sent the vibrant green grass into a frantic dance.

      “Another storm is blowing in,” Winifred said. “I’ve come to retrieve you.”

      Vivi threw her petticoat on the ground and snatched up her crumpled gown. “Something awful happened, Winnie.”

      Her maid’s eyes widened. “Have you been injured?” She ran the rest of the way to reach Vivi.

      “Nothing of the sort, but please help me with my dress.”

      Winnie grabbed Vivi’s discarded stays and petticoat, but Vivi waved them away.

      “There isn’t time,” she said. “Just my gown.”

      “I don’t understand. What happened?” Her maid threw the undergarments over her shoulder and tossed the gown over Vivi’s head. When her head emerged, a thick cloud blocked the bright sun. The air stagnated and grew heavy.

      In the distance, foreboding storm clouds hung on the horizon preparing to attack. The storm advanced quickly, catching her by surprise, much like Lord Ellis had.

      “La! You are soaked.” Winnie yanked the bodice as the Indian muslin stuck to Vivi’s damp skin. “Turn around.”

      “There is no time to fasten it.” Vivi linked their arms and dragged her maid back toward Brighthurst Cottage.

      “My heavens, what is wrong?”

      “I’m in a real pickle this time, Winnie. Lord Ellis will be at our front door in moments.”

      Her maid planted her feet, jerking her to a stop. Winnie’s brow furrowed as she captured Vivi’s face to peer into her eyes. “Did you knock your head?”

      “I haven’t lost my senses.” Vivi brushed her maid’s hands away.

      Fingers of lightning stretched toward the ground. Thunder shuddered the earth below them. Her maid clung to her arm. “We should hurry, my lady.”

      “That is what I’ve been trying to say. Lord Ellis ambushed me in the spring. He is on his way to Brighthurst Cottage.”

      Winnie’s eyes grew as round as shillings. “Did the earl discover you in your chemise?”

      Vivi nodded, her body hot even as a cool wind swept over her.

      “Lord above, this is beyond horrifying.”

      “You’re not comforting, Winnie.”

      Clasping hands, they ran for the dower house as the wind whipped through the meadow and plastered Vivi’s gown against her. The first raindrops splattered the dirt as they reached her cousin's home and slipped inside.

      Vivi shivered.

      Her maid wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Come upstairs before you catch your death.”

      At this point, death might be the easiest solution. “Ash will send me to the convent without hesitation this time.”

      Winnie squeezed her tight. “He will have to send me too. I’ll not let you wreak havoc on those poor Sisters of Mercy alone.”

      Vivi almost laughed, but it was hard to find humor in her complete ruin. “Perhaps it wouldn’t be so terrible if you were with me.”

      “Phoo!” Her maid flicked her hand. “We will find a way out of this mess. But first, you need dry clothes.”

      They ascended the stairs and bustled to Vivi’s bedchamber. After the door closed, Winnie helped her wrestle off her damp gown and don fresh clothing. Vivi rushed to the window to search for signs of Lord Ellis once dressed, but the gravel drive was empty.

      “It is raining like the devil,” she muttered.

      A blinding flash and boom rattled the glass. Vivi screamed,  jumping back. Hail pinged against the glass, deafening in its intensity. Black clouds blotted out the remaining sunlight.

      “Tell everyone to put lights in every window.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      A thunderous rumble outside matched the hammering of her heart.

      Lord Ellis would probably throttle her for deceiving him.

      If he survived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      26 August 1818

      
        
        Dear Lady Brighthurst,

      

      

      I am writing to inform you of an alteration in plans. Lord Ellis’s journey has been delayed, so he will no longer call at  Brighthurst Cottage. Fortunately, there is an opening in my schedule, and I am available to meet Lady Vivian in two days’ time. I have also written to Lady Vivian’s brother in London about my change of plans.

      I apologize in advance for my lack of forewarning. I hope my unexpected presence is not a burden.

      
        
        Sincerely,

        Duke of Foxhaven

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Vivi sent her maid downstairs to inform the other servants of Lord Ellis’s impending arrival. Meanwhile, she wanted to check on Cousin Patrice, who had been ill since yesterday.

      Quietly, she opened Patrice’s door to slip inside and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dusky light. “May I come in?” she asked in a whisper.

      “Vivi,” her cousin croaked and coughed with such violence, Vivi feared she might expel a lung.

      She rushed to the side table to pour a glass of water. “Where is Bea? You should not be left alone.”

      Patrice struggled to prop herself up on the pillows. “I sent Bea away.”

      The movement sapped her strength, and her ragged breathing filled the chamber.

      “You need her help, Patrice. Why did you send her away?” Vivi lifted the glass to her cousin’s lips to allow her a small sip. Perhaps she should summon the doctor again.

      Patrice declined another drink. “Bea is only a girl, and she is scared out of her wits. Besides, her mumblings about me dying and haunting her are annoying.”

      Vivi huffed. “What a silly girl. If you could haunt anyone, I bet it would be that dreadful Mrs. Honeywell.”

      “Oh, Vivian.” Her cousin chuckled and broke into another coughing fit. Vivi stepped forward to assist, but there was nothing she could do. When her cousin could breathe again, she rested against the pillow with her eyes closed.

      “You shouldn't speak that way about the good woman.”

      Vivi rolled her eyes while her cousin wasn’t looking. Mrs. Honeywell was a tyrant who lorded her husband’s status as the largest landholder in the area over everyone in the village. In addition, she held Vivi’s family hostage for two Seasons by offering to keep Vivi’s secret in exchange for an invitation to stay with Ash and his wife in London.

      Vivi’s sister-in-law was furious about being burdened with the busybody’s company, and she refused to allow Vivi to join them. Not that she wanted to spend the Season with Mrs. Honeywell. Vivi had enough of the woman’s meddling the rest of the year.

      “Remember what the vicar teaches about turning the other cheek?”

      Vivi lowered her gaze to appear contrite, but that gossip-mongering Mrs. Honeywell could jump into a lake for all she cared. “Forgive me for speaking out of turn.”

      “Thank you, dearest. I’m pleased my lessons in humility are not forgotten.”

      She repressed a sigh. She owed her cousin a lot. Humility was a small price to pay in return. For ten years, Patrice dedicated her life to Vivi’s well-being. Her cousin arranged for her education and showered her with affection after Vivi lost her parents. She would have been sent to Scotland as soon as her brother married if not for Patrice insisting Vivi come live with her.

      She swallowed around the lump in her throat. All of her cousin’s sacrifices would be wasted once Lord Ellis arrived and recognized Vivi. It seemed she was destined to disappoint everyone who cared about her.

      Patrice weakly patted her hand. “Did you need something?”

      She looked away, unable to meet her cousin’s eyes. Her gaze landed on a welcome distraction, a stack of unopened correspondence on the writing desk. “Would you like me to sort your post?”

      Patrice stopped her with a touch to her arm. “The post can wait until I am well. I should rest now, dearest.”

      “Of course.” Vivi kissed Patrice’s forehead and turned toward the door.

      “Vivi?”

      She glanced over her shoulder.

      “Thank you for discussing next week’s menu with Cook,” her cousin said. “I am certain Lord Ellis will have a pleasant stay.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” she mumbled.

      Patrice sank against the pillow with a serene smile. “If your brother could see you now, he would be proud.”

      Her brother could call on her anytime. But after the incident with Owen, he chose to follow his wife's advice and keep his distance.

      Her cousin’s eyes fluttered open and she studied Vivi. “It is difficult to believe you were once the high-spirited girl who arrived on my doorstep long ago. You have transformed into a beautiful lady. The duke will be delighted with you.”

      Vivi slipped into the corridor without a word, troubled by her ability to conceal her true nature. She was still the hoyden who arrived on her cousin’s doorstep years ago, and now she faced the challenge of convincing the duke’s friend that she was worthy of becoming a duchess.
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      A bright white flash and a deafening crack split the air.

      “Damnation!”

      Luke Forest, Duke of Foxhaven, gripped the horse’s reins. Hair on his arms stood up on end.

      Another lightning bolt struck a tree, splintering it.

      Thor jerked, but Luke held fast, clutching the horse’s quivering sides with his thighs.

      “You’re not afraid of lightning, are you?”

      A roaring thunder shook the ground, drawing an uneasy whinny from the horse.

      Luke sat straight in the saddle and urged Thor into a trot. It might be treacherous rushing along the rutted lane in fading light, but not more dangerous than riding in a thunderstorm.

      A gust of wind ripped his hat from his head, but another blinding flash and concurrent explosion discouraged him from turning back for it. Rain saturated his hair and dripped into his ears. He must look like a wet rat at this point. Certainly, he was less appealing than the water sprite he encountered earlier.

      Blasted milkmaid and her poor sense of direction! Fortunately, he crossed paths with a local who provided better instructions than “that way.”

      Of course, if Luke had followed her directions, he would be dry and safe at the White Wolf Inn, enjoying a thick steak. But where was the thrill in playing it safe? If he died today, it would be on his terms. No chance of death catching him off guard.

      Lights flickered through the trees; shelter from the storm was close. As they rounded the bend, a house lit up like a fireworks display loomed in the distance. This must be Brighthurst Cottage, and the likely employer of the mischievous water sprite.

      Too bad he wouldn’t have enough time to deal with the impertinent servant. However, he was at Brighthurst for one purpose only—to dissolve the marriage arrangement between himself and the Marquess of Ashden’s sister.

      After consideration, he determined it was better to speak with Lady Vivian in person rather than entrusting a friend. His task was sensitive and required finesse. And in the words of his brother Drew, Lord Ellis was not the most eloquent man.

      Luke must preserve his father’s legacy while considering Lady Vivian’s welfare. She was innocent in this situation and did not deserve to be caught in a battle between him and her brother.

      In their last audience, Lord Ashden vowed to challenge Luke to a duel and declare his father a liar if he refused to honor the marriage settlement. It was a threat without teeth. Ashden was more versed in Latin and antiquities than weaponry. Luke could win the duel and exonerate his father without harming the marquess, but Lady Vivian’s reputation would be in tatters. What was his father thinking when he entered into negotiations with a man who put his pride before his sister's welfare?

      Luke mulled over his father’s covert actions often, and he agreed with his mother’s companion, Johanna Truax. The arranged marriage was another attempt by his father to force him into a role he could not fulfill. Since his accident, Luke wasn’t the same, and no amount of brow-beating could return him to normal; no one deserved to be dragged into his disorderly life, least of all an innocent party.

      This unwelcome arrangement could go away quietly if Lady Vivian’s brother was a reasonable man, but he wasn’t. Perhaps an appeal from his sister would sway him where Luke failed.

      As Luke rode up to the house, a groom ran to greet him. He shouted instructions and handed over Thor’s reins. The driving rain drowned out the man’s response as he led Thor to the stables straightaway.

      Luke bounded up the stairs, and Brighthurst Cottage's front door swung open. A butler waved him inside and bowed.

      “Welcome to Brighthurst—”

      “I’m dripping wet. Save the pleasantries.”

      The man drew back, aghast, but Luke was more concerned about ruining his hostess’s home than shocking the butler.

      He pulled off his gloves and handed them to the servant. Two footmen hurried forward, one to remove his drenched jacket and the other to extend a towel.

      The butler’s shaggy gray brows shot toward his hairline. “Do you have no trunks, sir?”

      Luke grimaced. “It appears my men dallied again. My belongings should arrive tomorrow.”

      The butler’s placating smile indicated he thought Luke was unhinged for riding through a thunderstorm. “I will bring you a change of clothes. Lady Brighthurst held on to her late husband’s wardrobe.”

      Luke hesitated at the foot of the stairs. Perhaps before losing his father, he wouldn’t have blinked an eye at the butler’s suggestion. “I don’t want to shock the lady by arriving in Lord Brighthurst’s jacket.”

      "Indeed," the servant said. “However, her ladyship is unwell and cannot receive you this evening.”

      Luke suppressed a sigh. His goal was to settle the matter promptly and return to London, but he needed to adjust his plans. “Please extend my best wishes for a speedy recovery.”

      “Thank you, sir. Lady Vivian will receive you in the dining hall at eight.”

      "Splendid." He would have preferred to seek Lady Brighthurst’s blessing before meeting Lady Vivian alone, but it seemed the lady obtained permission in advance.

      How accommodating and amiable.

      Luke had no objections to those qualities, but the words obedient, docile, and domesticated, which her brother also used to describe her, were unsettling. If Luke valued those characteristics, he could get a dog.

      “Please extend my appreciation to Lady Vivian. I look forward to dining with the lady this evening.”
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      Vivi’s maid tipped her head to the side as she studied Vivi’s reflection in the looking glass. “If Lady Brighthurst thought she did not recognize you…”

      The conversation with Patrice earlier gave Vivi an idea. It was bold and reckless, but she had to salvage her situation. Besides, she had nothing to lose now.

      At best, Lord Ellis would find her eccentric. Perhaps amusing. It was certainly preferable to being labeled a scandalous hoyden who swam in her unmentionables and sent gentlemen to their deaths by stranding them in storms.

      As long as she behaved with restraint… She didn’t want the distinguished title of Batty Lady Vivian either. She turned to the side to view her disguise from a different angle and frowned. She walked a thin line.

      “What is your opinion?” she asked her maid.

      Winnie shrugged. “It is passable.”

      In truth, the wig was hideous. But after searching every old trunk in the attic, the pouf—adorned with a life-size faux peahen nestled in the curls as if the bird had taken to roost—was the closest to normal she and Winnie could find. It was a very telling sign of the former countess’s fashion sense, or lack thereof.

      “Should I trim the top again?” her maid asked.

      Vivi shook her head, knocking herself off balance. She grabbed Winnie to steady herself. They both giggled nervously.

      Earlier, Winnie pried the bird from the pouf and trimmed two inches off the top with garden shears. It was still a ridiculous creation that shot into the air like the Tower of Babel. However, any further alterations would reveal the wireframe underneath.

      Their laughter died down. Vivi twirled in a slow circle, testing the wig's weight. “If this abomination doesn’t hide my identity, it will distract Lord Ellis from looking too closely at my face.”

      “And if not, falling flat on your bum should divert his attention." Winnie grinned. "Although I am not sure you want him looking down there either.”

      Vivi moved to her dressing table to hide her embarrassment. “I told you, he didn’t see anything.”

      “Indeed. He was a true gentleman.”

      “He was.”

      She didn't know why she defended the man, but she appreciated his restraint when he found her at the creek.

      Winnie pried the lid off a tin of Patrice’s rouge and poked her finger into the jar. With a grimace, she applied the color to Vivi’s lips. “If this doesn’t work, your betrothed will receive an earful from Lord Ellis.”

      “It has to work.” Vivi rose from her seat and smoothed her hands over her skirts. “The earl cannot realize I am the one he saw today.”

      Her maid held out a fan. “Wave it in front of your face often to obscure his view.”

      “Brilliant suggestion.” She accepted the offering and walked out of her chambers.

      As she glided down the curved staircase, she refused to acknowledge Saunders’s quizzical glance. The butler would likely report her odd fashion choice to Patrice later, but he knew his place and kept his opinions quiet. She would tell Patrice the truth once her cousin was well.

      If she asked.

      Or if Vivi’s plan failed.

      Picking up her pace, she headed toward the formal dining room, her skirts whispering around her ankles. She never liked the dining room. It was self-important and stuffy, but appropriate for a visiting nobleman.

      Most importantly, the dining room housed a long table unsuited to prolonged discussions or thorough inspections of one’s dining partner. If she made it through the meal without Lord Ellis becoming wise to her, she would collapse with relief once she reached her chambers again. The moment the earl continued his journey couldn’t come soon enough.

      Dim light spilled from the open dining room door and onto the polished marble floor. At the threshold, she paused. The servants had followed her directions and left the room cast in shadows.

      She ventured inside, intent on reaching the seat farthest from the door so her guest wouldn’t need to pass by her. Her gaze traveled to the mantel clock. She had fifteen minutes left to gather her wits.

      “Lady Vivian, I presume?” The rich timbre vibrated within her chest, sending shock waves quaking through her arms and legs.

      Recoiling, Vivi thrust out her arms for balance.

      Lord Ellis stood beside his chair. His quick blue eyes narrowed. “You are Lady Vivian, aren't you?"

      “Yes.” She snapped the fan open and fluttered it in front of her face to hide her identity and cool her scorched cheeks. He was early again! A most unbecoming habit. “I didn’t see you there.”

      She lowered her head and dashed to the far end of the table.

      “Perhaps the servants should light the chandelier,” he said.

      Her detached smile probably resembled a grimace as she reached her chair. “That would be wasteful, wouldn’t you agree?”

      He nodded. “Quite right, Lady Vivian. How sensible of you.”

      A frisson of pleasure rippled through her until she recognized the sarcasm laced with his compliment. Sinking into her seat, she noted with satisfaction that the massive flower arrangement erected between them blocked him from view. The earl would have trouble seeing her through the floral jungle.

      “Lady Vivian?” Lord Ellis leaned to the side to peer around the peonies. His black hair gleamed in the candlelight and his eyes sparkled. “Ah, there you are. I feared you were lost.”

      She lifted her arms while a footman draped a napkin over her lap. “I suppose a man of your station expects more fuss. Since it is my cousin’s larder and not my own, I am uncomfortable preparing a lavish feast. Please forgive the oversight.”

      “Your cousin is most gracious. A lavish affair is unnecessary.” He disappeared behind the arrangement again as a second footman reached his end of the table with a bottle of wine. He murmured something to the servant before returning his attention to her. “I’m sorry Lady Brighthurst cannot dine with us this evening.”

      “I will convey your regrets, sir. She was eager to meet you.”

      The footman serving Lord Ellis headed in her direction, stopped halfway, and plucked the urn from the table.

      Vivi stifled a gasp and snatched up her lemonade, taking a long sip to hide her face.

      A corner of Lord Ellis’s mouth twitched; he nodded at the footman. “Lady Vivian appears thirsty.”

      Once the footman refilled her glass, the earl raised his to toast. “To Lady Brighthurst and her entertaining kinswoman. May fortune smile on Brighthurst Cottage and her occupants from this day forward.”

      Vivi pressed her lips together before saying something she would regret. He was laughing at her. Maybe not outright, but the humorous ring to his voice and glittering blue eyes proved he made a sport of her. She gritted her teeth, barely noticing the servant place the soup in front of her through the red clouding her vision.

      Entertaining kinswoman? “I am not mad,” she blurted.

      “No?” He lobbed a crooked grin toward her end of the table. “How delightful to know, my lady.”
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      A servant hurried forward to refill Luke’s wine goblet, but he waved him away. His gaze remained on Lady Vivian. Her answers to his questions grew cooler and more clipped during the first course. She refused to meet his eyes and often shielded her face with a delicate touch of her napkin to her lips, or a well-placed hand to her brow.

      Did she think he was too dense to recognize her from their afternoon encounter?

      He didn’t wish to shatter her fantasy, but Lady Vivian would be recognizable even in a beaver hat and mustache. The relic she wore on her head couldn’t disguise her in the least, if that was her aim.

      She was an Incomparable.

      And unforgettable.

      Had he realized when he stumbled across her swimming that she was a lady instead of a maid, he would have practiced more restraint and not peeked. But he had. Long enough to make his blood run hot again as he recalled the vision: The creamy swells of her breasts. The gentle curves of her shoulders. A honey-colored curl plastered on her round cheek.

      The prospect of pursuing her made his body hum. Not that he had to pursue her; her brother was offering her up like a gift to a sultan, with no regard for what she wanted. Luke would never treat his sisters so callously.

      He loosened his grip on the carved wooden armrests and cleared his throat. “Your cousin’s cook deserves praise for this exquisite meal. Is this duck or goose?”

      Lady Vivian looked up with a wry smile.

      He glanced at his plate, realizing too late that he'd been served braised beef.

      “I will pass along your compliment.” She was polite enough not to call him a dimwit, at least to his face.

      He speared a carrot and tried to figure out what was happening here at Brighthurst. Ashden’s sister—if she was his sister and not a maid pretending to be Lady Vivian, which seemed unlikely given her poise and the other servants’ deference to her—did not meet his expectations.

      She was nothing like the placating daughters of the ton he sidestepped these last few years.

      When he arrived at Brighthurst Cottage, he wanted to settle the matter quickly. Now he was powerless to walk away without solving the riddle that was Lady Vivian Ashden. Preparations for Captain Pendry’s expedition could wait.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled.

      “Are you ill?” Her harassed tone reminded him of his manners.

      Smoothing his hands over the napkin on his lap, he regained his composure. “Lady Vivian, perhaps we might adjourn to the drawing room after dinner. I have questions for you."

      “Oh?” Even from a distance, the lady’s face appeared flushed. She whipped out an ivory fan and waved it, sending tendrils of bronzed hair fluttering at her temples.

      “Just a few, if you please.” He flashed a smile to show he meant no harm.

      She grabbed her drink and slowly drained it. When she set the glass down again, she blotted her reddened lips with a napkin.

      Tension coiled in his lower belly. She was either stalling or distracting him.

      “I am afraid I must beg off, sir. My cousin should participate in our interview, and she is indisposed. I hope you understand.”

      She smiled, appearing smug for deflecting him.

      “I understand, Lady Vivian.” He would not be dismissed again, however. “I will wait until Lady Brighthurst recovers.”

      The lady’s eyes widened. “It could be days before she is better, perhaps a week.”

      “Indeed? Well, there is no need to worry. I will find ways to occupy my time while waiting.” He propped his elbow on the padded armrest. “I’m an early riser. Perhaps I will visit the dairy barn tomorrow.”

      “Why?”

      “I want to discuss a matter with one of Lady Brighthurst’s servants, a milkmaid, I believe.” He was teasing her; surely she would realize he knew who she was and give up her ruse. “If I cannot find the young woman, I will describe her to Lady Brighthurst and ask where she works.”

      “Oh!” Lady Vivian stared at him with her lips parted. “Oh,” she said again and pushed away from the table.

      Luke stood up too.

      She started for the door. “Forgive me. I must check in on my cousin.”

      The fear in her expression made his gut clench. He hadn’t meant to frighten her.

      “Lady Vivian.”

      She veered away from his outstretched hand. “The servants will provide you with whatever you require. Good evening.”

      She dashed through the doorway and disappeared, leaving nothing but the lingering scent of her sweet perfume and echo of her footsteps as she ran away.

      He sighed and sank into his seat. Now what should he do? Lifting his goblet, he signaled for the footman to refill his wine.

      He wished he could consult with Johanna Truax on how to handle Lady Vivian. He trusted his mother’s companion to know the female mind. She was pivotal in him understanding his sisters and reconnecting with them after their father’s passing. But Luke was alone this time.

      With Lady Vivian, no amount of experience with the fairest gender would help him. She was a mystery. One he intended to solve.
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      “Lady Vivian, wake up.”

      A warm hand grasped Vivi's shoulder and shook her. Her eyes flew open, and she blinked as her surroundings slowly came into focus.

      Floral bed curtains.

      Quilted counterpane.

      Her window seat.

      Rolling onto her back, she stared into Winnie’s frowning face, which was entirely too close with her leaning over the bed. “It is time to climb out of bed, my lady.”

      “But it is dark outside.” Vivi’s voice sounded gravelly, like an old man’s after forty years of pipe smoking.

      Her lady’s maid straightened and nibbled her fingernail. “When did you think the cows were milked, my lady?”

      Not at this ungodly hour. "I doubt they want to be awake any more than I do.” She curled up on her side, pulling the sheet to her neck. “Let the poor creatures sleep late today.”

      “But if Lord Ellis wakes up and ventures outside…” Winnie shook her again. “What if he talks to your cousin?”

      Vivi flopped on her back with a groan. Infuriating man! “I’m awake.”

      “You should hurry. The milkmaid is already in the barn.” Winnie tossed a spare maid’s dress on the bed and grabbed both of Vivi’s hands to pull her into a seated position.

      Vivi rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand and yawned. This whole pretense was likely a waste of time. “I think he recognized me already.” The thought kept her awake late into the night.

      Her maid retreated to a tea cart and poured steaming chocolate from a pot. “Why didn’t he say something at supper if he did?”

      She shrugged and climbed out of the bed before accepting the cup of chocolate. “Maybe he wants to be certain before reporting to the duke.” She sipped the drink and welcomed the warmth on her scratchy throat. “Perhaps life at the convent will not be as horrid as I imagined. Not exciting, mind you, with no one but the sisters to talk to and the drab wardrobe. But I am beginning to accept my fate.”

      Winnie scoffed. “Since when?”

      “Since the clock struck two this morning, Miss Impertinent.”

      “Then please forgive me for speaking out of turn, my lady.” Her maid didn’t appear the least bit contrite with a small smile upon her lips. “Would you please raise your arms?”

      Vivi placed her cup on her dressing table and did as her maid requested so her night rail could be removed. “Perhaps I can convince Lord Ellis to keep our meeting secret. I would hate for Patrice to know the true reason behind the duke’s rejection.”

      “I’ve never known you to surrender without a fight,” Winnie said while Vivi was still buried under her nightclothes. “Maybe Lord Ellis only wishes to scold you for sending him out of the way in the middle of a storm.”

      Vivi’s heart lifted a fraction. If her maid was correct, Lord Ellis might say his piece and forget all
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